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THE HAUNTED BOY 

HUGH LOOKED for his mother at the corner, but she was not in the 
yard. Sometimes she would be out fooling with the border of spring 
flowers- the candytuft, the sweet William, the lobelias (she had 
taught him the names) -but today the green front lawn with the 
borders of many-colored flowers was empty under the frail sunshine of 
the mid-April afternoon. Hugh raced up the sidewalk, and John fol­
lowed him. They finished the front steps with two bounds, and the 
door slammed after them. 

"Mamma! " Hugh called. 
It was then, in the unanswering silence as they stood in the empty, 

wax-floored hall, that Hugh felt there was something wrong. There 
was no fire in the grate of the sitting room, and since he was used to the 
flicker of firelight during the cold months, the room on this first warm 
day seemed strangely naked and cheerless. Hugh shivered. He was 
glad John was there. The sun shone on a red piece in the flowered rug. 
Red-bright, red-dark, red-dead- Hugh sickened with a sudden chill 
remembrance of "the other time." The red darkened to a dizzy black. 

'What's the matter, Brown?" John asked. "You look so white." 
Hugh shook himself and put his hand to his forehead. "Nothing. 

Let's go back to the kitchen." 
"I can't stay but just a minute," John said. "''m obligated to sell 

those tickets. I have to eat and run." 
The kitchen, with the fresh checked towels and clean pans, was now 

the best room in the house. And on the enameled table there was a 
lemon pie that she had made. Assured by the everyday kitchen and the 
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pie, ~ugh stepped back into the hall and raised his face again to call 
gpstaJ!S· 

"Mother! Oh, Mamma!" 
Again there was no answer. 

"~y moth~r made ~ pie," he said. Quickly he found a knife and 
cut mto the pte - to dtSpel the gathering sense of dread. 

"Think you ought to cut it, Brown?" 
"Sure thing, laney." 

They called each other by their last names this spring, unless they 
happened to forget. To Hugh it seemed sporty and grown and some­
how grand. Hugh liked John better than any other boy at school. John 
was two years older than Hugh, and compared to him the other boys 
~eemed like a silly crowd of punks. John was the best student in the 
10phomore class, brainy but not the least bit a teacher's pet, and he was 
cbe best athlete too. Hugh was a freshman and didn't have so 
friends that first year of high school- be had somehow cut himse~:r. 
because he was so afraid. 

"Mamma always has me something nice for after school " H b 
b. . . . ug put 

a .•g p~ec~ o~ pte on a saucer for John- for laney. 
'This pte tS certainly super." 

"~e crust is made of crunched-up graham crackers instead of regu­
~ pte ~ough," Hugh said, "because pie dough is a lot of trouble. We 
think thtS graham-~racker pastry is just as good. Naturally, my mother 
C1n make regular pte dough if she wants to." 

~ugh co~ld not keep still; he walked up and down the kitchen, 
~g the pte wedge he carried on the palm of his hand. His brown 
hair was mussed_with ~ervous rakings, and his gentle gold-brown eyes ;:e haunted wtth pamed perplexity. John, who remained seated at 

table, sensed Hugh's uneasiness and wrapped one gangling leg 
ll'ound the other. 

"I'm really obligated to sell those Glee Club tickets " 
"Don't go. You have the whole afternoon." He .was afraid of the 

house. H: needed John, he needed someone; most of all he 
.. to hear his mother's voice and know she was in the house with 
Maybe Mamma is taking a bath," he said. "I'll holler again." .. 
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The answer to his third call too was silence. 
"I guess your mother must have gone to the movie or gone shopping 

or something." 
"No," Hugh said. "She would have left a note. She always does 

when she's gone when I come home from school." 
'We haven't looked for a note," John said. "Maybe she left it under 

the door mat or somewhere in the living room." 
Hugh was inconsolable. "No. She would have left it right under 

this pie. She knows I always run first to the kitchen." 
"Maybe she had a phone call or thought of something she suddenly 

wanted to do." 
"She might have," he said. "I remember she said to Daddy that one 

of these days she was going to buy herself some new clothes." This 
flash of hope did not survive its expression. He pushed his hair back 
and staned from the room. "I guess I'd better go upstairs. I ought to go 
upstairs while you are here." 

He stood with his arm around the newel post; the smell of varnished 
stairs, the sight of the closed white bathroom door at the top revived 
again "the other time." He clung to the newel post, and his feet would 
not move to climb the stairs. The red turned again to whirling, sick 
dark. Hugh sat down. Stick your heaJ between your legs, he ordered, 
remembering Scout first aid. 

"Hugh," John called. "Hugh!" 
The dizziness clearing, Hugh accepted a fresh chagrin - Laney was 

calling him by his ordinary first name; he thought he was a sissy about 
his mother, unwonhy of being called by his last name in the grand, 
sporty way they used before. The dizziness cleared when he returned to 

the kitchen. 
"Brown," said John, and the chagrin disappeared. "Does this estab­

lishment have anything penaining to a cow? A white, fluid liquid. 
In French they call it lait. Here we call it plain old milk." 

The stupidity of shock lightened. "Oh. Laney, I am a dope! Please 
excuse me. I clean forgot." Hugh fetched the milk from the refrigera· 
tor and found two glasses. "I didn't think. My mind was on something 
else." 
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"1 know," John said. After a moment he asked in a calm voice, 
looking steadily at Hugh's eyes: 'Why are you so worried about your 
J.Dother? Is she sick, Hugh?" 

Hugh knew now that the first name was not a slight; it was because 
John was talking too serious to be sporty. He liked John better than 
any friend he had ever had. He felt more natural sitting across the 
kitchen table from John, somehow safer. As he looked into John's 
gay, peaceful eyes, the balm of affection soothed the dread. 

John asked again, still steadily: "Hugh, is your mother sick?" 
Hugh could have answered no other boy. He had talked with no one 

about his mother, except his father, and even those intimacies had been 
rare, oblique. They could approach the subject only when they were 
occupied with something else, doing carpentry work or the two times 
they hunted in the woods together- or when they were cooking sup­
per or washing dishes. 

"She's not exactly sick," he said, "but Daddy and I have been worried 
about her. At least, we used to be worried for a while." 

John asked: "Is it a kind of heart trouble?" 
Hugh's voice was strained. "Did you hear about that fight I had with 

that slob Clem Roberts? I scraped his slob face on the gravel walk and 
nearly killed him sure enough. He's still got scars or at least he did 
have a bandage on for two days. I had to stay in school every afternoon 
for a week. But I nearly killed him. I would have if Mr. Paxton hadn't 

come along and dragged me off." 
"I heard about it." 
"You know why I wanted to kill him?" 
For a moment John's eyes flickered away. 
Hugh tensed himself; his raw boy hands clutched the table edge; he 

took a deep, hoarse breath. "That slob was telling everybody that my 
mother was in Milledgeville. He was spreading it around that my 
mother was craz.y." 

"The dirty bastard." 
Hugh said in a clear, defeated voice, "My mother was in Milledge­

ville. But that doesn't mean that she was crazy," he added quickly. "In 
that big State hospital, there are buildings for people who are crazy, 

.. 

.. 
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and there are other buildings, for people who are just sick. Mamma 
was sick for a while. Daddy and me discussed it and decided that the 
hospital in Milledgeville was the place where there were the best doc­
tors and she would get the best care. But she was the furtherest from 
crazy than anybody in the world. You know Mamma, John." He said 
again : "I ought to go upstairs." 

John said : "I have always thought that your mother is one of the 
nicest ladies in this town." 

"You see, Mamma had a peculiar thing happen, and afterward she 
was blue." 

Confession, the first deep-rooted words, opened the festered secrecy 
of the boy's heart, and he continued more rapidly, urgent and finding 
unforeseen relief. 

"Last year my mother thought she was going to have a little baby. 
She talked it over with Daddy and me," he said proudly. "We wanted 
a girl. I was going to choose the name. We were so tickled. I hunted 
up all my old toys- my electric train and the tracks . . . I was going 
to name her Crystal- how does that name strike you for a girl? It 
reminds me of something bright and dainty." 

"Was the little baby born dead?" 
Even with John, Hugh's ears turned hot; his cold hands touched 

them. "No, it was what they call a rumor. That's what happened to my 
mother. They had to operate at the hospital here." He was embar­
rassed and his voice was very low. "Then she had something called 
change of life." The words were terrible to Hugh. "And afterward she 
was blue. Daddy said it was a shock to her nervous system. It's some· 
thing that happens to ladies; she was just blue and run-down." 

Although there was no red, no red in the kitchen anywhere, Hugh 
was approaching "the other time." 

"One day, she just sort of gave up-one day last fall." Hugh's eyes 
were wide open and glaring: again he climbed the stairs and opened 
the bathroom door- he put his hand to his eyes to shut out the 
memory. "She tried to- hurt herself. I found her when I came in 
from school." 
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John reached out and carefully stroked Hugh's sweatered arm. 
"'[)on't worry. A lot of people have to go to hospitals because they 
run-down and blue. Could happen to anybody." 

'We had to put her in the hospital-the best hospital." The recol­
of those long, long months was stained with a dull loneliness, as 

in its lasting unappeasement as "the other time"- how long had 
tasted? In the hospital Mamma could walk around and she always 

on shoes. 
John said carefully: "This pie is certainly super." 
"My mother is a super cook. She cooks things like meat pie and 

loa£- as well as steaks and hot dogs." 
"I hate to eat and run," John said. 
Hugh was so frightened of being left alone that he felt the alarm in 
own loud heart. 

"Don't go," he urged. "Let's talk for a little while." 
"Talk about what?" 
Hugh could not tell him. Not even John Laney. He could tell no 

of the empty house and the horror of the time before. "Do you 
cry?" he asked John. "I don't." 

"I do sometimes," John admitted. 
"I wish I had known you better when Mother was away. Daddy and 

me used to go hunting nearly every Saturday. We lived on quail and 
I bet you would have liked that." He added in a lower tone, "On 

we went to the hospital." 
John said: "It's kind of a delicate proposition selling those tickets. A 

Joe of people don't enjoy the High School Glee Club operettas. Unless 
cbey know someone in it personally, they'd rather stay home with a 
&ood TV show. A lot of people buy tickets on the basis of being public­
lpirired." 

'We're going to get a television set real soon." 
"I couldn't exist without television," John said. 
Hugh's voice was apologetic. "Daddy wants to clean up the hospital 

bills first because as everybody knows sickness is a very expensive prop­
Oiition. Then we'll get TV." .. 
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John lifted his milk glass. "Skoal," he said. "That's a Swedish word 
you say before you drink. A good-luck word." 

"You know so many foreign words and languages." 
"Not so many," John said truthfully. "Just 'kaput' and 'adios' and 

'skoal' and stuff we learn in French class. That's not much." 
"That's beaucoup," said Hugh, and he felt witty and pleased with 

himself. 
Suddenly the stored tension burst into physical activity. Hugh 

grabbed the basketball out on the porch and rushed into the back yard. 
He dribbled the ball several times and aimed at the goal his father had 
put up on his last birthday. When he missed he bounced the ball to 

John, who had come after him. It was good to be outdoors and the 
relief of natural play brought Hugh the first line of a poem. "My heart 
is like a basketball." Usually when a poem came to him he would lie 
sprawled on the living room floor, studying to hunt rhymes, his tongue 
working on the side of his mouth. His mother would call him Shelley­
Poe when she stepped over him, and sometimes she would put her foot 
lightly on his behind. His mother always liked his poems; today the 
second line came quickly, like magic. He said it out loud to John: " 'My 
heart is like a basketball, bounding with glee down the halL' How do 
you like that for the start of a poem?" 

"Sounds kind of crazy to me," John said. Then he corrected himself 
hastily. "I mean it sounds- odd. Odd, I meant." 

Hugh realized why John changed the word, and the elation of play 
and poems left him instantly. He caught the ball and stood with it 
cradled in his arms. The afternoon was golden and the wisteria vine 
on the porch was in full, unshattered bloom. The wisteria was like la\'­
ender waterfalls. The fresh breeze smelled of sun-warmed flowers. 
The sunlit sky was blue and cloudless. It was the first warm day of 
spring. 

"I have to shove off," John said. 
"No!" Hugh's voice was desperate. "Don't you want another piece 

of pie? I never heard of anybody eating just one piece of pie." 
He steered John into the house and this time he called only out of 

habit because he always called on coming in. "Mother!" He was cold-
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after the bright, sunny outdoors. He was cold not only because of the 
weather but because he was so scared. 

"My mother has been home a month and every afternoon she's al­
ways here when I come home from school. Always, always." 

They stood in the kitchen looking at the lemon pie. And to Hugh 
the cut pie looked somehow- odd. As they stood motionless in the 
)citchen the silence was creepy and odd too. 

"Doesn't this house seem quiet to you?" 
"It's because you don't have television. We put on our TV at seven 

o'clock and it stays on all day and night until we go to bed. Whether 
aoybody's in the living room or not. There're plays and skits and gags 
soing on continually." 

'We have a radio, of course, and a vic." 
"But that's not the company of a good TV. You won't know when 

your mother is in the house or not when you get TV." 
Hugh didn't answer. Their footsteps sounded hollow in the hall. He 

felt sick as he stood on the first step with his arm around the newel 
post. "If you could just come upstairs for a minute-" 

John's voice was suddenly impatient and loud. "How many times 
have I told you I'm obligated to sell those tickets. You have to be 
public-spirited about things like Glee Clubs." 

"Just for a second- I have something important to show you up­
stairs." 

John did not ask what it was and Hugh sought desperately to name 
aomething important enough to get John upstairs. He said finally: 
''I'm assembling a hi-fi machine. You have to know a lot about elec­
tronics- my father is helpmg me." 

But even when he spoke he knew John did not for a second believe 
the lie. Who would buy a hi-fi when they didn't have television? He 
bated John, as you hate people you have to need so badly. He had to 
say something more and he straightened his shoulders. 

"I just want you to know how much I value your friendship. During 
these past months I had somehow cut myself off from people." 

"That's O.K., Brown. You oughtn't to be so sensitive because your 
Dlother was-where she was." 

.. 
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John had his hand on the door and Hugh was trembling. "I thought 
if you could come up for just a minute-" 

John looked at him with anxious, puzzled eyes. Then he asked 
slowly: "Is there something you are scared of upstairs?" 

Hugh wanted to tell him everything. But he could not tell what his 
mother had done that September afternoon. It was too terrible and­
odd. It was like something a palient would do, and not like his mother 
at all .Although his eyes were wild with terror and his body trembled 
he said: 'T m not scared." 

'Well, so long. I'm sorry I have to go- but to be obligated is to be 
obligated." 

John closed the front door and he was alone in the empty house. 
Nothing could save him now. Even if a whole crowd of boys were 
listening to TV in the living room, laughing at funny gags and jokes, it 
would still not help him. He had to go upstairs and find her. He 
sought courage from the last thing John had said, and repeated the 
words aloud: "To be obligated is to be obligated." But the words did 
not give him any of John's thoughtlessness and courage; they were 
creepy and strange in the silence. 

He turned slowly to go upstairs. His heart was not like a basketball 
but like a fast, jazz drum, beating faster and faster as he climbed the 
stairs. His feet dragged as though he waded through knee-deep water 
and he held on to the bannisters. The house looked odd, crazy. As he 
looked down at the ground-floor table with the vase of fresh spring 
flowers that too looked somehow peculiar. There was a mirror on the 
second floor and his own face startled him, so crazy did it seem to him. 
The initial of his high school sweater was backward and wrong in the 
reflection and his mouth was open like an asylum idiot. He shut his 
mouth and he looked better. Still the objects he saw- the table down­
stairs, the sofa upstairs -looked somehow cracked or jarred because of 
the dread in him, although they were the familiar things of everyday. 
He fastened his eyes on the closed door at the right of the stairs and the 
fast, jazz drum beat faster. 

He opened the bathroom door and for a moment the dread that had 
haunted him all that afternoon made him see again the room as he had 
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seen it "the other time." His mother lay on the floor and there was 
blood everywhere. His mother lay there dead and there was blood 
everywhere, on her slashed wrist, and a pool of blood had trickled to 
the bathtub and lay dammed there. Hugh touched the doorframe and 
sreadied himself. Then the room settled and he realized this was not 
"the other time." The April sunlight brightened the clean white tiles. 
There was only bathroom brightness and the sunny window. He went 
ro the bedroom and saw the empty bed with the rose<olored spread. 
The lady things were on the dresser. The room was as it always looked 
and nothing had happened . . . nothing had happened and he flung 
himself on the quilted rose bed and cried from relief and a strained, 
bleak tiredness that had lasted so long. The sobs jerked his whole body 
and quieted his jazz, fast heart. 

Hugh had not cried all those months. He had not cried at "the other 
time," when he found his mother alone in that empty house with blood 
everywhere. He had not cried but he made a Scout mistake. He had 
first lifted his mother's heavy, bloody body before he tried to bandage 
her. He had not cried when he called his father. He had not cried 
those few days when they were deciding what to do. He hadn't even 
cried when the doctor suggested Milledgeville, or when he and his fa­
ther took her to the hospital in the car - although his father cried on 
the way home. He had not cried at the meals they made- steak every 
night for a whole month so that they felt steak was running out of their 
eyes, their ears; then they had switched to hot dogs, and ate them until 
hot dogs ran out of their ears, their eyes. They got in ruts of food and 
were messy about the kitchen, so that it was never nice except the Sat­
urday the cleaning woman came. He did not cry those lonesome after­
noons after he had the fight with Clem Roberts and felt the other boys 
were thinking queer things of his mother. He stayed at home in the 
messy kitchen, eating Fig Newtons or chocolate bars. Or he went to see 
a neighbor's television- Miss Richards, an old maid who saw old­
maid shows. He had not cried when his father drank too much so that 
it took his appetite and Hugh had to eat alone. He had not even cried 
on those long, waiting Sundays when they went to Milledgeville and he 
twice saw a lady on a porch without any shoes on and talking to herself. .. 
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A lady who was a patient and who struck at him with a horror he 
could not name. He did not cry when at first his mother would say: 
Don't punish me by making me stay here. Let me go home. He had 
not cried at the terrible words that haunted him- "change of life"­
"crazy" - "Milledgeville"- he could not cry all during those long 
months strained with dullness and want and dread. 

He still sobbed on the rose bedspread, which was soft and cool 
against his wet cheeks. He was sobbing so loud that he did not hear the 
front door open, did not even hear his mother call or the footsteps on 
the stairs. He still sobbed when his mother touched him and burrowed 
his face hard in the spread. He even stiffened his legs and kicked his 
feet. 

"Why, Loveyboy." his mother said, calling him a long-ago child 
name. "What's happened?" 

He sobbed even louder, although his mother tried to tum his face to 
her. He wanted her to worry. He did not turn around until she had 
finally left the bed, and then he looked at her. She had on a different 
dress- blue silk it looked like in the pale spring light. 

"Darling, what's happened?" 
The terror of the afternoon was over, but he could not tell it to his 

mother. He could not tell her what he had feared, or explain the horror 
of things that were never there at all- but had once been there. 

"Why did you do it?" 
"The first warm day I just suddenly decided to buy myself some new 

clothes." 
But he was not talking about clothes; he was thinking about "the 

other time" and the grudge that had started when he saw the blood and 
horror and felt why did she do this to me. He thought of the grudge 
against the mother he loved the most in the world. All those last, sad 
months the anger had bounced against the love with guilt between. 

"I bought two dresses and two petticoats. How do you like them?" 
"I hate them!" Hugh said angrily. "Your slip is showing." 
She turned around twice and the petticoat showed terribly. "It's sup­

posed to show, goofy. It's the style." 
"I still don't like it." 
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"I ate a sandwich at the tearoom with two cups of cocoa and then 
went to Mendel's. There were so many pretty things I couldn't seem to 
get away. I bought these two dresses and look, Hugh! The shoes!" 

His mother went to the bed and switched on the light so he could 
see. The shoes were flat-heeled and blue- with diamond sparkles on 
the toes. He did not know how to criticize. "They look more like eve­
ning shoes than things you wear on the street." 

"I have never owned any colored shoes before. I couldn't resist 
them." 

His mother sort of danced over toward the window, making the 
petticoat twirl under the new dress. Hugh had stopped crying now, but 
he was still angry. 

"I don't like it because it makes you look like you're trying to seem 
young, and I bet you are forty years old." 

His mother stopped dancing and stood still at the window. Her face 
was suddenly quiet and sad. "I'll be forty-three years old in June." 

He had hurt her and suddenly the anger vanished and there was only 
love. "Mamma, I shouldn't have said that." 

"I realized when I was shopping that I hadn't been in a store for 
more than a year. Imagine!" 

Hugh could not stand the sad quietness and the mother he loved so 
much. He could not stand his love or his mother's prettiness. He 
wiped the tears on the sleeve of his sweater and got up from the bed. "I 
have never seen you so pretty, or a dress and slip so pretty." He 
crouched down before his mother and touched the bright shoes. "The 
shoes are really super." 

"I thought the minute I laid eyes on them that you would like them." 
She pulled Hugh up and kissed him on the cheek. "Now I've got 
lipstick on you." 

Hugh quoted a witty remark he had heard before as he scrubbed off 
the lipstick. "It only shows I'm popular." 

"Hugh, why were you crying when I came in? Did something at 
school upset you?" 

"It was only that when I came in and found you gone and no note or 
anything-" .. 
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"I forgot all about a note." 

"And all afternoon I felt- John Laney came in but he had to go 
sell Glee Club tickets. All afternoon I felt-" 

'What? What was the matter?" 
But he could not tell the mother he loved about the terror and the 

cause. He said at last: "All afternoon I felt- odd." 

Afterward when his father came home he called Hugh to come out 
into the back yard with him. His father had a worried look- as 
though he spied a valuable tool Hugh had left outside. But there was 
no tool and the basketball was put back in its place on the back porch. 

"Son," his father said, "there's something I want to tell you." 
"Yes, sir?" 

"Your mother said that you had been crying this afternoon." His 
father did not wait for him to explain. "I just want us to have a close 
understanding with each other. Is there anything about school-or 
girls- or something that puzzles you? Why were you crying?" 

Hugh looked back at the afternoon and already it was far away, 
distant as a peculiar view seen at the wrong end of a telescope. 

"I don't know," he said. "I guess maybe I was somehow nervous." 
His father put his arm around his shoulder. "Nobody can be nervous 

before they are sineen years old. You have a long way to go." 
"I know." 

"I have never seen your mother look so well. She looks so gay and 
pretty, better than she's looked in years. Don't you realize that?" 

"The slip- the petticoat is supposed to show. It's a new style." 
"Soon it will be summer," his father said. "And we'll go on picnics 

-the three of us." The words brought an instant vision of glare on 
the yellow creek and the summer-leaved, adventurous woods. His fa­
ther added: "I came out here to tell you something else." 

"Yes, sir?" 
"I just want you to know that I realize how fine you were all that bad 

time. How fine, how damn fine." 
His father was using a swear word as if he were talking to a grown 

man. His father was not a person to hand out compliments- always 
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he was strict with report cards and tools left around. His father never 
praised him or used grown words or anything. Hugh felt his face grow 
hot and he touched it with his cold hands. 

"I just wanted to tell you that, Son." He shook Hugh by the shoul­
der. "You'll be taller than your old man in a year or so." Quickly his 
father went into the house, leaving Hugh to the sweet and unac~ 
tomed aftermath of praise. 

Hugh stood in the darkening yard after the sunset colors faded in the 
west and the wisteria was dark purple. The kitchen light was on and he 
saw his mother fixing dinner. He knew that something was finished; 
the terror was far from him now, also the anger that had bounced with 
love, the dread and guilt. Although he felt he would never cry again 
-or at least not until he was sixteen- in the brightness of his tears 
glistened the safe, lighted kitchen, now d1at he was no longer a haunted 
boy, now that he was glad somehow, and not afraid. 

[Mademoiselle, November 1955] 
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